A question that struck me when reading Gerda S m d (this issue) arricle on i n d u d design enginedng is how the ecological theory of pmrption and aaion and espeCraUy the study of &rdances may contribute to the practice of indusaial design engineering. Manufactured products are made to be p~ceived and to invoke behavior by being perceived. Such go& require that the products of hdusaial design be meaningful €0 behavior, that is, that they provide the uset with oppormnities for discovering and exploiting afloldancles. &dances are the kind of properties that are or should be at the core of such products.
. In fact, the boundaq may change con6inuoudy and momentarily. This can easfly be shorn by a very simple example of object raar;lpuladon. Any hand-held rod, even when gtaaped just to carry it to anodta place, will cause mevic and kinetic ehaagea in the prehensile system as a whole, When W a n d &eaive anion modes emerge on the basis of kinetic and metric prop& ofthe action system and task demands, new action modes may arise or loss of Bdsting action modes map o~e u r because ofthe way a hand-held rod has inmntane~usly changed the system. Hand-held objem and What are the consequences of this view of the organism for the way we should look at the affordances of objects, especially manufactured objects! The answer is that we should look at manufactured objects as products that are made to change the body and the action modes of an actor. The affordances they offer are not just what the products themselves mean to behavior but also what the environment means to a momentarily changed organism when the product becomes part of the body. How different the affordances are that may be discovered when action modes are differently changed can be illustrated by a discussion between two children that 1 overheard years ago. Both children had arrived at the same place, a French harbor on the Normandy coast. One child had arrived at this place by sailing along the coast in a small boat. It took her many days to arrive; strong winds, seasickness, wet suits, and other discomforts had to be overcome on a sailboat in the North Sea. The other girl had traveled by car and had spent only a few hours (albeit boring ones) in traveling to the same place. The two girls talked about what their experiences were, how far away they were from home, and the efforts that would he needed to return. Their discussion focused on the different affordances they discovered while traveling, that is, what the distance from home meant to them. This meaning was so different that it was difficult for them to understand each other. The affordances they had discovered were not what the vehicles they had used meant to behavior hut what the environment had offered them when these vehicles changed their effectivities for travel.
Our view of manufactured products can be obscured not only by the way we conceive of the organism, but also by the way we conceive of the environment and objects. Products are manufactured to be used. The amactiveness of their shape and color may be one aspect that is of interest, but their function is another one. A function is not something that an object owns, such as its outline and size, but something the object shares with another object. For example the function of a knife emerges at the interface of the cutting edge of the knife and a surface that is cut. Cutting requires a cutting edge, a surface to be cut, and a force that pushes the cutting edge through the surface. Functions are often conceived of as entities that are superimposed on an object and that need to be inferred from the object itself. The reason one conceives of functions as superimposed entities is, perhaps, the striking unity and boundedness of objects. This leads easily to the assumption that the outline of the object is all there is. However, as Gibson (1979) clearly argued years ago, an object is not just an outline but a relation. It is a relation of surfaces. When we perceive theunity and boundedness of an object, we perceive, in fact, a relation of surfaces. This is not the only relation that may be perceived directly. Objects do not populate an empty space. They are located in front of other surfaces and are supported from Downloaded by [Radboud Universiteit Nijmegen] at 08:51 27 April 2015
